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The B's
An Excerpt from a Novel
DOUGLAS C. CRISPINO
            F I C T I O N  |  E N G L I S H
I. Scream in the Dark
That was a good time for movies and even a better time for outrageous stories about the movies. There was this starlet who 
attributed the loss of her virginity to horseback 
riding. There was another one who swore that 
she only spoke Tagalog to the maids. A director 
wanted an actress in his film to get an acting 
trophy so badly it took him three days to shoot 
a rape scene and added two more rapists without 
informing his actress, making her screams sound 
really shrill.
In our town, the most famous tale about 
a movie theater during that time was about a 
woman who hid a grenade inside her beehive. 
How the guard or any of the staff discovered it 
was never known. Nobody can confirm what 
day or what hour it happened. What remained 
were the hairdo and the weapon. These were two 
details that were enough to scare some parents 
to forbid their children from going to the movies 
with the added pacifying explanation that “these 
movies are eventually going to be shown on TV 
anyway.”
As you can see, the movie theater offered 
surprises besides the movies themselves. They 
weren’t often happy ones. Just like what happened 
to high school junior Ramon Cruz. After counting 
his coins and found them more than enough for 
a ticket one Saturday night, he decided to go to 
the Suerte Theater the following day. The theater 
played two features then. The first one was about 
a blind child who could sometimes see with the 
magical help of Mama Mary bathed in light. 
The second one was about a fugitive who evaded 
the cops by stepping on mud where he became 
invisible. 
He was never going to see neither. He must be 
crossing the aisle when he heard it. It came from 
the balcony. Someone screamed his full name 
and something else. Something that he often 
heard screamed to expose a damnable desire. 
He froze. But he could also hear the voice of his 
policeman father in his head telling him to never 
ever panic in moments of emergency. The theater 
was starting to show the trailers or “extras” as 
they were called then. He turned around and was 
determined not to look up. By not looking up, he 
thought he was not acknowledging the slander 
and the slanderer. With the body of a woman 
splitting in half and growing giant brown wings 
on screen behind him, he strolled towards the 
entrance door, ignored the admission guard who 
asked if he was coming back, and hailed a tricycle. 
Upon arriving at his house, he tiptoed to his room 
to avoid his mother who was busy cooking. Once 
inside his room, he sank to the floor, trembling.
Who was the person who screamed his 
name? Why did he call him that? 
II. A Piece for Bart
The Montreal Brothers who established the 
high school in the early sixties thought naming 
the school after the Mother of God would curb 
the wildness inherent in male adolescents and 
naming the classrooms after female saints would 
help drive away the sexual frenzy attendant 
to their age. But perhaps just like all boys 
everywhere, these omnipresent female icons were 
not enough to temper their impulses. In fact, in 
moments of boredom and prurience, some of 
them looked at the pictures of these divine women 
in their classrooms and imagined committing 
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blasphemous deeds with them. These thoughts 
were best banished in games of basketball where 
energies were spent in dribbling and shooting 
balls. They seized their joys when they had 
successfully replicated the muscular agility of the 
athletic gods that they worshipped on TV. Talk 
about sex surely resurfaced and were articulated 
in detail, including the falsehoods and myths 
about the topic that their age could sometimes 
not distinguish as such, in illicit drinking and 
smoking sessions. 
But no one could catch Ramon Cruz —called 
Mon by his mother and schoolmates and Ram 
by his father—participating in those sessions 
or even sharing his sensual thoughts with his 
peers. As a junior high school student, the most 
important thing in his mind was to get out of the 
town after high school. To be able to do that, he 
needed good grades and then pass the National 
University scholarship exam. He thought the first 
goal was achievable. While not particularly smart, 
he was very diligent. He never failed to pass his 
homework, ask teachers about future projects, 
and befriend brilliant classmates to help him 
understand certain difficult lessons. It was not 
easy to turn him down. He had the calm and 
persistent countenance of someone whom it was 
easy to imagine had a future behind a desk, either 
politely asking questions or patiently answering 
them. 
Mon’s trouble started with two people with 
whom he needed help. First, he needed a rank that 
would assure him of a good grade in senior year. 
Secondly, he had to deliver a speech flawlessly to 
get a better grade in Oral English. For the first 
one, he had to speak to Reginald Montesa, this 
school year’s lieutenant colonel. Mon had thought 
of approaching Reginald at the canteen several 
times but was too afraid that he might tell him 
he couldn’t be a Citizens Army Training or CAT 
officer since he was not that tall. For the second 
one, he had to ask it from someone whom a 
number of people in campus thought of with 
both terror and disgust. Mon was a little afraid 
of him as well.
High school, as it was depicted on the 
screen during Mon’s time in it, was a setting 
for first love, crushes on pretty teachers, the 
have-nots triumphing over the haves in climactic 
competitions such as a talent show. Because they 
were mostly set in the capital—and the capital 
of movie productions—there was this recurring 
cinematic image of a girl from the province 
carrying a straw bag with a live chicken in it on 
her first day of school in the city, our version of 
the wide-eyed ingénue. As if reenacting the boy 
version of this cliché, Mon brought a chicken at 
least twice a month to school. He turned it over 
to the canteen, which would then convert it into 
its chicken dishes. This cash-producing device 
of his mother provided for his allowance. This 
was one of the days when he made his chicken 
delivery before the flag ceremony. After giving it 
to the food supplies person, he went to the cook 
to reserve a piece of fried chicken for his lunch 
later, the price of which would be subtracted from 
the sale. 
He was a luncher, a student who stayed at 
school for lunch instead of going home for the 
midday meal, which was what the majority of the 
students did. They must have numbered a little 
over fifty in a population of nearly three hundred. 
A luncher either lived in another town or one of 
his parents already packed his lunch for him 
before sending him to school.
The sound of the bell announcing the noon 
break was one of the sweetest sounds for many 
students. The closing of books, the zipping of 
bags, and the stretching of limbs were gestures 
of emancipation. They drowned the last-minute 
reminders of assignments and tests from teachers. 
Some had already left their rooms to even hear 
them. Only the likes of Mon strained to listen 
and even place circles or lines on a notebook so 
as not to forget them. He was always one of the 
last students to leave the classroom. That day was 
no exception. He also volunteered to carry the 
teacher’s bag and then he asked questions about 
the lesson on their way to the faculty lounge just 
to know for sure that he really understood it. 
Their conversation, prolonged by Mon’s unreliable 
swearing that it was his “one last question,” 
continued as both went to the canteen together 
and only ended when the teacher joined her 
colleagues at a table. 
Mon went to the cashier to get paid for his 
chicken. Then he went inside the kitchen to claim 
a fried chicken leg from the cook. After getting 
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his fried chicken, he scoured the school for one 
person. He walked past the canteen tables where 
most teachers were eating food that would be 
charged to their salary and kids of rich parents 
chewing their pork adobo and sipping their soft 
drinks. He walked past classrooms where students 
were either frantically finishing homework for the 
afternoon classes or just talking to each other 
because they didn’t have anything to eat. Then he 
heard the faint sounds of cackling and shrieking 
coming from the Practical Arts building. That 
was when he knew where Bartolome “Bart” 
Tandungan was.
Bart belonged to a group called the B’s. There 
were four of them, Michael “Mike” Lee, Leonardo 
“Leo” Pascual, George “George” Galon, and Bart. 
When addressing each other, they also sometimes 
named themselves Michelle, Leah, Georgina, and 
Barbara. They thought the B’s meant bayotiful. 
Those who were annoyed by them (and there were 
some) thought it just meant bayots, loud annoying 
faggots. Of the four, Bart was the loudest, and the 
meanest.
Bart, because of his size and because he had 
a walk that simply gave it away, had to learn not 
to pass certain hallways as a freshman and a 
sophomore or walk faster at certain areas even 
outside school. He was already big for his age, 
but some juniors and seniors were bigger. The 
drunkards always congregating for gin at the 
store just some feet away from his house really 
weren’t but they looked and sounded mean, 
behaving like the goons in the movies set in the 
slums who always harassed the hooker who was 
about to go to work. The drunkards pitched their 
voices ridiculously high when he passed by and 
sometimes speculated what would happen to 
his buttocks if they were given the chance to do 
things to them. “Imagine the explosion of poop! 
Bayot poop!” one said, eliciting laughter. The 
juniors already classified him as a bayot pig. The 
seniors not just poked fun at him but sometimes 
even poked him—sometimes on the cheek but 
more often the stomach—and once with the end 
of a wooden gun used for their military training.
It all ended when he grew taller and bigger 
in his junior year and slammed himself towards 
those who dared poked and even those he thought 
were about to. Just a smile or a smirk and he’d 
barrel across the offender. He even began to add 
curses to it, ones that foretold the death of parents. 
“When you come home this afternoon, you can 
see candles from the gate and two coffins!” 
“You will come home this afternoon to a lonely 
house because both your parents are still in the 
morgue!” “Your parents are dead right now and 
the bank is crying because they haven’t paid up 
their loan!” The first time Bart faced the principal 
for what was considered as a violent altercation—a 
serious transgression in the school handbook—it 
took some effort and a prayer to Mama Mary not 
to hurl himself across the table and slam his body 
onto the authority figure. 
A month or so, he didn’t do it anymore. He 
was feared well enough. Some seniors he knew 
couldn’t just bear the humiliation of being tackled 
by a bayot. The drunkards were even taken care 
of, banned by the storeowner for being too rowdy 
and not paying their second bottle the last time 
they were carousing at the store. 
He started to have bad dreams, with most 
of them about an unidentifiable face wearing the 
school uniform stabbing him with scissors or an 
ice pick. But dreams were just dreams, and his 
waking life was peaceful now. He could even walk 
around anywhere in the campus memorizing facts 
for a quiz and realized he could remember all the 
books in the Old Testament or the members of 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization quickly 
this way.
This power meant that Bartolome could also 
cruise the canteen and could pick on a piece of 
barbecue or fried fish and add it to his lunch and 
people hardly complained. Now a graduating 
senior, he was bigger and thus became a bigger 
threat.
Bart was indeed at the Practical Arts building 
with his fellow B’s.
He sat behind the teacher’s table. His lunch 
box was full, as he earlier gathered pieces he took a 
fancy on—two pork chops, one dried fish, a boiled 
egg, and a mound of noodles—from students at 
the canteen whom he hardly knew but was fearful 
of his size and his glare. He had already heaped 
all of his own stir-fried mixed vegetables prepared 
by their housemaid on skinny Leo—admonishing 
him that he needed “all the vitamins and the 
minerals, especially vitamin A for your bulging 
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eyes.” He and Leo and Mike were listening to 
George who was recounting the plot of the movie 
he saw in the city during the weekend.
“She was cooking adobo.
“A scene with her hand stirring the adobo 
and her eyes on the bolted gate outside must have 
run for a minute.
“Her three children at the table were 
complimenting the scent. The eldest, gorgeous 
Gab, asked his mom to serve it already, as he was 
really hungry, coming from basketball practice. 
His shorts were really, really tight, by the way. 
The baby was banging the spoon and fork like 
drums . . .
“Finally, Mommy Charo entered the dining 
room with her plate of adobo. She was backlit in 
such a way that she looked like she had a halo 
on . . .
“The children looked excited, especially 
Mane who was clapping while the restless baby 
was tugging on her ponytail . . .
“Mommy said to eat right away and that she 
she was going upstairs. Mane asked why she was 
not joining them. She replied that her husband, 
their father, was coming back tonight and so she 
must prepare their bed. Gorgeous Gab eyed his 
mother suspiciously. Mane rushed to her and 
hugged her tight. She implored her to go back to 
her seat and finish eating. She walked upstairs, 
then a close-up of that beatific face of hers, tears 
streaming from it.
“Gargling noises can be heard from the 
diners downstairs. Mommy did not move right 
away but just fanned herself with the Spanish fan 
her husband gave her as an anniversary gift.
“When there was no longer any sound, 
she slowly went to the dining room. The last 
scene was Charo, standing up looking calmly 
at her poisoned children, with gorgeous Gab 
foaming at the mouth, reaching out a hand for 
unforthcoming help. Then you see Christmas 
fireworks outside and a group of children singing 
‘Joy to the World.’”
A piece of fish fell on the storyteller’s nose 
and slid on his white polo shirt.
The thrower screamed, “Charo better win 
best actress next year!”
Thinking that it would take a month or 
even longer for this movie to be shown in a local 
theater, Leo sighed, “I wish I can go to the city 
every weekend just to watch a movie!”
Bart, who just threw fish at George, turned on 
him and hissed, “Because you are the daughter of 
bankrupt grocers, sooner and later, your mother 
is going to poison you too!” They all laughed at 
that. But the sound of footsteps silenced them.
They saw a grinning Mon walking towards 
Bart with a piece of fried chicken in cellophane. 
“Don’t mind me, ladies. I just thought Bart here 
might like this.” Bart was speechless. He also 
blushed. The others teased him. Then Mon bowed 
and left them. The teasing continued. 
Downstairs, lying on a makeshift bed of 
three wooden chairs in the supplies closet, the 
janitor was wondering what would happen to his 
Junior should he turn out to be like the ones in 
the room above. He made a sign of the cross, as 
if that gesture would beseech God to stop it from 
ever happening.
III. Aunt’s Surprise
A common harangue used against those who 
wake up late in this Christian country is that of 
the Lord dropping something wonderful from 
the sky and one is still unfortunately asleep to 
catch it. Thus, the poor were fast asleep when He 
dropped wealth, the ugly dozing off to the rain 
of stellar looks, the lazy snoring during a storm 
of vitality. For Leonardo’s mom, her son didn’t 
catch enough fat. “Hayyy, Leonardo, if you wake 
up just early enough and don’t rush your food, 
you might not look like a skeleton!” To which 
Tim, his brother, would add, “A bayot skeleton!” 
His father would snicker and then shush Tim. 
Leo would just smile through all these. Indeed, 
that’s how he coped with daily torments. It was 
something he learned from watching beauty 
pageant candidates on TV while they nervously 
listened to the questions during the interview 
portion or the movie stars when they were asked 
about outrageous stuff like whether they were 
sleeping with their costars or whether they had a 
child out of wedlock. You smile while you quake 
inside. Or you say nice things to people to stop 
them from saying something mean to you. That’s 
how he got by in school. These days, he especially 
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liked sleeping because he didn’t like waking up to 
his grumpy mother, his bullying elder brother, his 
indifferent father, and the mean boys at school. If 
he were to be truly honest about himself, sleeping 
was now better than smiling, which, as a weapon, 
had become quite exhausting. Today, however, 
it took more effort to wake up because he slept 
really late last night.
Her Aunt Thelma was buried two days 
ago. Her room was now Leo’s. He had finished 
cleaning it up after the interment, and he was 
about to do something else that was already 
thrilling him. Having his own room was already a 
blessing because sharing a room with his brother 
for years had its share of difficulties. For one, he 
didn’t have to wade through dirty clothes on the 
floor anymore. He earned the room though. It was 
Leo who watched Aunt Thelma in the hospital 
while his mother was off somewhere buying the 
medicines or looking for money to buy them. He 
was also in the same room with her in her last 
two months when the doctors declared that she 
was not winning over cancer and that it would 
be cheaper if she stayed in a relative’s house than 
in a hospital. 
Her aunt’s brief life was what people would 
call interesting as euphemism for a bothersome 
puzzle the solution to which might cause even 
more confusion or, worse, dismay. Why did 
Aunt Thelma, a young public school teacher, who 
lived with them because she was single, suddenly 
disappeared for more than a year without telling 
them, not even her own sister, where she was 
going? Months before her disappearance, she 
was often seen talking to a group of unkempt 
strangers in tattered jeans outside the school. 
Who were they? She was talked about as a reliable 
professional in her school, loved by her pupils, 
and was encouraged to enroll in graduate studies 
to make it easy for her to get an administrative 
position in the future. This was, of course, tainted 
with malice since it was the principal, known 
in the town as an indefatigable lecher, who did 
the encouraging. Was it lechery that caused the 
infamous shouting match between the two of 
them later? She was mostly silent when she was 
at home, preoccupied as she was with lesson plans 
and checking papers. But why did she scream at 
Leo’s father and mother when they blamed the 
rowdy protesters on TV for being hosed down 
by the military, calling them ignorant fools 
before stomping off to her room days before she 
disappeared? His aunt was interesting that way.
When she didn’t come home the first night, 
no one noticed. During the second night, her 
sister was beginning to get worried. The following 
day, she went to school and was told by the 
principal that she had been absent for two days. 
She interviewed her colleagues. One mentioned 
the detail about her speaking to strangers. She 
filed for a missing person report at the police 
station. The police at the desk asked if she had a 
boyfriend, hinting at an elopement. That sent her 
to a former boyfriend who claimed they hadn’t 
been talking to each other for a year. Two months 
after she disappeared, Leo asked her if he could 
occupy his aunt’s room. Her mom got angry at his 
request, slapped him, and bawled in the kitchen 
for minutes. She later put a lock on her sister’s 
room.
One evening, while they were having dinner, 
her aunt reappeared, looking gaunt and ill. She 
wore a faded denim jacket that was obviously 
not hers as it was meant for someone thrice her 
size. She also had muddy plastic boots. Leo’s 
mother was finicky about clean sparkling floors. 
Aside from her sister’s sudden reappearance, 
the dirt those boots caused must have made her 
extra-hysterical. She restlessly paced around the 
living room, arms akimbo, asking her sister a 
flurry of questions often pitched differently like 
an actor trying on different line readings. The 
boys, including Leo’s father, just sat there at 
the dining table looking at the two women. The 
subject of the questioning also just sat there, head 
bowed down, not bothering to answer any of her 
interrogator’s increasingly frenzied inquiries. 
Maybe Aunt Thelma was just too tired and too 
sick to accommodate the questions because after 
a few minutes of her sister’s interrogation, she fell 
on the floor, causing all them to jump all at once 
and rush towards her.
After staying almost a month at the hospital 
and spending for medicines and treatments their 
family could hardly afford, Aunt Thelma spent 
the rest of her cancer-ravaged life in her room. 
The doctors said the cancer started in her lungs 
and that they had spread everywhere. She grew 
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thinner and thinner and was losing her hair. But 
even cancer was not enough to totally destroy 
the beauty of her past healthy self. That patrician 
nose she got from her father (long gone) and the 
deep-set eyes from her mother (also gone) refused 
to be obliterated by a terminal disease. Since 
paying compliments had become natural to him 
as breathing, it was easy for Leo to heap praises 
on those particular features while he tended 
to her needs. In her better days, Aunt Thelma 
could afford to chuckle at them. It was after a 
chuckle—or probably a near-guffaw because Leo 
remembered wiping some rice trickling from 
one side of mouth—that she asked Leo this: “Do 
you really want to be a woman?” Leo smiled in 
response, bemused by the very remote possibility 
of his ever turning into one and by the very serious 
tone the question was asked. “Because right now, 
I want to tell you something.” At this point, Aunt 
Thelma wasn’t just talking but intoning, just like 
what the dying do at the movies, and it made 
him really uncomfortable. “It isn’t easy.” Leo 
attempted changing the subject by telling her that 
both of them were past their bedtime. “Yes. Yes. 
You still have school tomorrow. One last thing . . .” 
He anticipated a death wish. “Get the brown box 
under this bed and give me a pen.” Leo did what 
he was told. His aunt wrote “For Leah” on the top 
of the box. “This is for you. But open it only after 
I’m gone. Don’t give me that look. All I’m saying 
is I don’t want to hear your parents scolding me 
for turning you into something while I’m still 
breathing. Now put that back under the bed. You 
may go now.” Just before he closed the door, she 
said, “Good night, Leah.” Both were tickled at 
these parting words. Just a couple of weeks after 
this strange arrangement for a legacy, she died. 
They may not admit it because grief should be 
the eminent emotion upon a person’s demise, but 
most of them were relieved. Mother no longer 
had to borrow money for medicines. Father was 
thinking that it was easier now to get the goodwill 
back from his declining number of suppliers. Tim 
could enter the house without sniffing the air of 
abject misery that the seriously sick carry with 
them. While the remains of her aunt were lowered 
down the earth, Leo cried even more because it 
was then the she remembered once again his Aunt 
Thelma fondly calling him Leah. 
It was this very box that made Leo sleep 
late. The night that he first started occupying 
Aunt Thelma’s room, he was so excited and 
nervous causing him to drop chicken shreds on 
the floor during dinner, actually forgetting to 
even put them in his mouth. Nobody noticed his 
clumsiness. Tim and his father took their plates to 
the living room, eating while watching basketball. 
Mother went to her room after cooking.
Recalling his aunt’s words about the box, 
he locked the door on his first night in his own 
room and made sure everyone was fast asleep. He 
heard Tim snoring, and that was a signal. Once 
he saw what was in it, he gasped. It was a long 
black wig. He didn’t even put it on right away. He 
put it on his lap and brushed it, cradling it like a 
lover. Once he did put it on and saw himself in the 
mirror, his heart just burst. He was overwhelmed 
by the fact that his long-haired reflection was a 
beautiful self, this easily tenable loveliness just 
a hairpiece away. He felt an immense gratitude 
towards his dead aunt then. Tears fell from his 
face. What he did not know then was that this wig 
would look good on someone else too. It would 
also make him cry for different reasons.
IV. Ram/Mon
Mon dreaded spending time at home lately. His 
parents were fighting all the time and their fights 
had a peculiar pattern. Either his mother would 
complain loudly, seemingly to herself but actually 
addressing her father, about how wretched her life 
had become. Or she would be silent and glum, 
narrowing her eyes, not saying anything, and 
indicating what she wanted with a finger—to let 
Mon know that she wanted the TV turned off or 
that she wanted to have soy sauce—or with her 
puckered lips—to let Mon know that he had to 
close the door or the windows. Then his father 
would initially not react to this display of dismay. 
He usually went to the garage after dinner and 
drank rum there. Then later, Mon would hear 
thwacks and thumps coming from their room, 
followed by his mother’s sobbing. Sometimes, the 
sobs were accompanied by his father’s snoring.
Adding to Mon’s agony in these tense 
situations was if both would decide to compete 
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for his attention. His mother would, for instance, 
implore Mon, “Wash the dishes tonight. I have 
to go quickly to Lila since she mentioned this 
afternoon that she was going to pay me tonight.” 
Right away, as if to rebuke her, his father would 
also say, “Ram, can you clean the jeep right now? 
My back is killing me.” That he was addressed 
in different names added to the tension, since 
what errand he’d do first was like proclaiming 
a victory for a more preferred self, mother’s Mon 
or father’s Ram. He missed the moments when 
they argued about his nicknames lovingly. “Mon 
is like mamon, the bread you often gave me when 
you were still courting me, remember?” “Ga! Why 
name a man after a piece of bread? It’s as if you’d 
want Ram to turn soft like a girl! Ram! Now, that’s 
the sound of a brave young man like his papa.”
He’d rather be called Mon. Aside from his 
mother, that’s what teachers and classmates also 
called him. When he ran for a seat in the student 
council in his second year, he was Ramon “Mon” 
Cruz on the ballot, and he won. Contrary to 
his father’s view, he didn’t mind the soft Mon. 
Mon was nonthreatening, and the sound of it, 
spoken softly, of course, was the sound of trust, 
confidence, reliability. “Mon, can you help me 
carry these books to the faculty lounge?” “Mon, 
can you help me check the papers?” “Mon, can 
you help me convince Sir Malinog that my 
stomach really hurts?” He thought that being nice 
to everyone, doing well at what you do, and not 
ever intentionally making someone upset was the 
way to navigate this world. He despised needless 
provocations like his mother’s monologues, 
his father’s implosions, some of his classmates’ 
sudden outbursts of petty violence, some of the 
teachers’ hysterics. School was imperfect but 
bearable. But home was an extreme challenge 
lately. He often felt as if he were entering a cage 
with two feral creatures in it.
With fights at school, he either shunned away 
from them so as not to bear witness later—except 
for that comical one with Bart and Von rolling on 
the floor like lovers who were having violent sex—
and he definitely did not take sides. But at home, 
he really felt sorry for his mother. He didn’t know 
how much his policeman father really earned but 
what he spent for the family might not be enough 
because she was always preparing something for 
her to sell it afterwards. Cookies. Cakes. Pork 
dishes. Then in the small backyard, she either had 
to grow vegetables and raise chickens. He knew 
that father got her pregnant in her third year 
of college, which she decided not to finish after 
getting married. But leaving the house to work 
was quite impossible. There was the house to take 
care of and two men to feed. She was a housewife 
busier than other housewives, or compared to the 
ones he read in textbooks and watched on TV and 
the movies anyway. Sometimes, when he looked 
at the fried chicken at the canteen, he couldn’t 
help but compare a chicken’s fate to that of her 
mother’s possible future: clucking and bobbing 
into death and defeatherment. Meanwhile, his 
father was just a series of departures and arrivals. 
His departures were better than his arrivals. They 
were cleaner. When he came home, he was sweaty 
and smelly. And unlike Mon, who took off his 
shoes before entering the living room, his father 
had the nasty habit of lying down on the couch 
with his dirty shoes on. The thing that irked Mon 
most was the smile on his face when his mother 
chastised him on this as if he took pride in his 
boorishness while looking down on cleanliness as 
some kind of petty feminine compulsion.
Mon could even be the object of this 
reprehensible conduct. One time, his fellow 
cops were at their house drinking and he called 
him over. He thought he’d be asked to get some 
ice. Instead, his father cupped his crotch in the 
presence of his fellow police officers and yelled, 
“Ram’s gonna get lots of chicks knocked up with 
this big beast! Right, Ram?” He didn’t wait for 
Mon’s assent. It was enough that his colleagues 
drunkenly cheered on his declaration by 
simultaneously hitting their beer bottles. It was 
an aversion to this kind of coarse behavior and 
his father’s obvious celebratory attitude to it that 
made Mon view him with a little disgust. That 
and whatever caused her mother to sob in their 
room lately. Because there were times when he 
couldn’t help but sob along with her.
V. The B’s Short Affair with the Wig
Leo wore that wig for several evenings. It was the 
reason why he was always absent-minded during 
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dinner. Tim even had to pull a tuft of his hair to 
get his attention since he didn’t hear him asking 
for the bowl of rice. But inside his room, Leo 
was alert. He conceived of things to heighten his 
sensations with it. Others might derisively call 
it false hair, but Leo thought of it as a magical 
accessory that transported him to a much better 
reality. 
To further the female illusion, he would 
sometimes drape a blanket all over his body to 
make a gown. Or suck a candy to paint his lips 
red. He even slept on it once just to know what 
it felt like waking up with long black hair. He 
thought of the fellow B’s too and how they would 
react to this wonderful gift. Imagine Bart seeing 
him with this hair and eating his own vile words 
about his bulging eyes and his skinny frame! This 
wouldn’t look good on fat Bart. Hi! Hi! George 
might compare him to an actress because Leo 
saw a strong resemblance to no less than the latest 
cinematic bombshell Miss Emmanuelle herself! 
And, Mike! Mike, with his small eyes and fair 
skin, might look like those deadly femme fatales 
in Hong Kong movies with this on his head! 
He was giddy at these possibilities. Thus, on a 
Monday, Leonardo Pascual decided to bring his 
most cherished possession to school.
Just as he expected, his friends had so much 
fun. During lunch, Leo chose a chair that seated 
him behind all of them to achieve a full dramatic 
effect once he’d reveal himself in all her long-
haired glory. While the others were opening their 
lunch boxes, he picked the wig, put it on, stood up, 
and walked slowly while waving his right hand 
daintily in imitation of a newly crowned beauty 
queen. Mike was the first to notice, almost gagged 
on his food, while pointing at Leo. George soon 
followed and wildly clapped. Most flattering of all, 
Bart screamed in delight at the sight. 
Leo still wore this while eating, all the while 
telling them the wig’s curious history. George 
wondered if this wig was haunted, like what 
usually happened to the belongings of the dead in 
horror movies. Mike stopped eating, stood behind 
Leo, and brushed the hair. Bart just wanted to 
try it on but didn’t quite know how to ask Leo, 
used as he was to only verbally abusing him. 
Perhaps, Leo sensed this, because he took it off 
and put it on Bart. Bart put a hand on his chest 
and coyly smiled. Leo asked George whom Bart 
resembled the most. “A godmother at a wedding!” 
George replied. This remark caused Bart to throw 
the wig at George. When the bell rang for the 
first afternoon session, every B had tried it on. 
Wearing it, George didn’t look like a girl. Bart 
likened him to the folk musician known for his 
song about fallen women. Yes! Mike looked like 
a deadly Chinese female warrior indeed. Since he 
was the last one to wear it—or maybe he had other 
reasons—he put the wig on his own bag instead of 
giving it back to its owner. Leo noticed, of course, 
but thought he would just take it back after classes 
because they had to dash so as not to be declared 
late. 
This was a mistake. All of the B’s were 
already outside the campus except for Mike. 
When the final bell rang signaling the end of the 
day’s class, Mike went to the only school toilet 
that had a mirror. It was rarely used because it 
was near the faculty lounge and boys were not 
comfortable at the proximity of authority figures 
while relieving themselves. Mike then felt that 
he had to scrounge for moments with the wig 
alone before returning it. He wanted to judge his 
own appearance himself and confirm the good 
things his fellow B’s said about him wearing it. 
He basked, indeed, but only for a few seconds. 
To his horror, suddenly looming behind him was 
the smirking school principal. When he turned 
around, eyes downcast, he saw the principal’s 
open palm. Shivering, he wordlessly placed the 
wig on it. 
Once Leo saw a miserable-looking Mike 
going towards them, he already knew the wig was 
not with him. Just when Mike was about to talk, 
Leo pummeled him with his bag. Bart, bellicose 
Bart, was now restraining Leo by embracing him. 
George was too horrified to think of something, 
but he soon took Mike’s hand and led him 
away from the furious wig owner who was by 
now kicking and wailing. They caused quite a 
scene. There were whistles coming from mostly 
schoolboys who were goading them to continue 
fighting. Among those who witnessed them was 
Mon, the one who was going to wear the wig next.
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VI. The Canadians Are Coming
Par for the country’s historical course, white 
men would cause an upheaval to Mother Mary’s 
High School for Boys. Canadians, specifically. A 
high-ranking Montreal brother and the assistant 
to the Canadian consul were about to visit the 
school. On a Friday afternoon, the last two 
afternoon sessions were cancelled so that the 
principal could hold a meeting about this event. 
All the faculty and staff attended it along with 
the student council officers. Strangely, the only 
one absent was the lone Canadian and also a 
Montreal brother himself, the school’s cashier, 
who decided to review the school’s finances 
during the meeting, and thought his colleagues 
in the campus can think of enough pleasures 
to regale his countrymen with. To signify that 
what they were about to embark on was a serious 
affair, the principal ordered pancit canton from 
the Chinese restaurant, and not from the school 
canteen, as snacks during the meeting.
The school principal Brother Robert C. Daub, 
MA in Social Studies, after telling everyone of 
the certainty of the visit, asked for suggestions 
for events and activities. Upon hearing this, some 
decided not to make any. A suggestion approved 
by the principal meant that the person who 
brought it up would also be the one to do it. And 
it also meant additional work without pay. Some 
of those whose minds scrambled for ideas were 
propelled by one thing: the chance to impress 
foreigners, white foreigners.
The bandmaster Mr. Bonifacio L. Quipoton, 
BS in Commerce, was the first to suggest 
something. He told Mr. Daub that the campus 
band would greet the distinguished guests by 
playing Philippine and Canadian folk songs once 
their entourage would enter the school gates. He 
said that “The Humble Hut” was an obvious 
choice for this occasion and that he would ask the 
Canadian cashier for the Canadian equivalent. 
He hoped that its title would have the words 
great or majestic in it to contrast with his own 
country’s humble ditty. Didn’t they have a song 
entitled “Majestic Mountains” or “Grand River” 
or something sounding like that?
The English moderator Mrs. Lilia B. 
Tejada, BSE English, suggested a musical 
revue of Broadway show tunes. The Pilipino 
moderator Miss Helen W. Banzon, BSE Pilipino, 
complimented Mrs. Tejada who happened to be 
her sister and said, “Wouldn’t it be interesting if 
we’d include Pilipino songs to that revue, making 
it a Western-Asian musical affair?” She already 
imagined herself on stage, crooning the popular 
ballad “Why?” in front of these Canadians. A few 
tried to stifle their snickers because they knew 
what she was thinking and they had also already 
heard the comically off-key rendition in countless 
school programs.
The student council president raised his 
hand. But Brother Daub just told the young man 
that he already had something in mind for him 
and his peers to do. “Visit Mr. Uy and make him 
donate pancit, lechon, lumpia, and humba for 
lunch and dinner. Also, the patatim. Canadians 
eating his food! And not just ordinary Canadians, 
but the congregation assistant superior and a 
diplomat! That Chinese can brag about it his 
whole life!” He was referring to the owner of 
the Chinese restaurant whose noodles he was 
presently slurping.
Someone suggested that all students should 
wave Canadian paper flags at some point. “Why 
not just turn it into a graded project for students 
of all year levels?” Every teacher agreed, lest they 
spend nights making those flags themselves. Miss 
Tessa E. Rodriguez, BSE Physical Education, 
raised a hand. The principal immediately noticed 
the gesture coming from the new educator and 
asked her to speak her mind. “Mmmm . . . aren’t 
we forgetting Philippine folk dances, sir?” As if 
stung from this obvious oversight, Brother Daub 
shouted, “Yes! Yes! Folk dances! Produce one or 
two of them. That will be their last entertainment 
before they leave!” Miss Rodriguez never meant 
to suggest anything, but once her eyes saw a wig 
lying beside a trophy on top of Brother Daub’s 
shelf, which was the same length as her own 
hair when she danced as a Maranao princess in 
college, the thought simply popped in her head. 
Now was her chance to do Singkil spectacularly 
again. She couldn’t wait to rehearse. She didn’t 
foresee a logistical problem though. Besides 
herself, the dance required other adept female 
dancers, and that meant she had to look for them 
in Mother Mary’s High School for Boys.
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VII. New Pairs
No one ever remembers The Bandit now. It was 
a blockbuster shown in the early sixties starring 
the most popular female actresses of that time in 
their first joint appearance as certified bankable 
stars. They also had the most contentious of fans, 
and they were antsy about the movie’s treatment 
of their idols. Who would get the better role? 
The more exposure? Once inside the theater, 
pebbles and wooden pieces were tucked in caps 
and pockets and even underwear, ready to be 
thrown on screen should the movie favor one 
actress over another. The first five minutes of 
the movie already caused some agitation. The 
Face That Refreshes portrayed the good girl. The 
Local Liz Taylor was the title character. The fans 
of the latter began to tense. Increasingly, Local 
Liz became meaner, causing the Face to suffer 
and suffer. The movie’s set piece was a chase scene 
and a scramble for a pistol. Out of self-defense, 
the Face shot Liz near the end, killing her. That 
launched all sorts of items hurtling towards the 
screen. Plenty of chairs were broken. A number 
of Liz fans walked out. Those who stayed were 
rewarded with an unlikely ending. Turned out 
that Bad Liz had a good twin played by the same 
actress who consoled a traumatized Face in the 
final scene and even asked forgiveness for her 
sister’s misdeeds. The deux ex machina saved 
the theater from total destruction. By pairing 
the actresses together, the studio had a hit. But 
didn’t the studio owner foresee the damage that 
this would bring to theaters? Pairing will always 
be a tricky preposition.
Mon wasn’t thinking of the possible 
consequences of being seen in Bart’s company. 
He knew that Bart always represented Mother 
Mary’s in interschool oratorical contests. He 
could summon a booming masculine voice that 
was suited for platitudes about nationalism, 
corruption, or any other issue the country would 
never ever resolve. Truth be told, he galvanized a 
speech through channeling his anger from past 
and present humiliations. 
After the gift that was the fried chicken, 
Bart saw him waiting just outside the classroom 
days later. When Mon approached him, he was 
quite thrilled. But when he disclosed what he 
wanted from him, Bart felt let down. However, 
he developed a cynicism that was quick to dash 
whatever hopes or fantasies he was entertaining. 
He was also won over by Mon’s earnestness. So, 
for a number of days during lunch, Mon and Bart 
were together. They went through Mon’s speech 
while eating, and after that, Mon would rehearse 
in front of Bart. Or Bart would deliver certain 
parts of the speech himself for Mon to repeat and 
imitate.
The wig affair somehow halted the B’s from 
seeing each other at the second f loor of the 
Practical Arts building. For one, George’s mom 
who lived in the city arranged having him eat 
lunch at a relative’s place. While thrilled about 
his friend’s new company at the beginning, Mike 
later felt that he couldn’t bear listening to the 
same words uttered by Bart and Mon repeatedly, 
and while initially comical, Mon aping Bart’s 
orotund voice was beginning to sound grating. 
So he ate in his own classroom. Leo began to eat 
at the canteen, sharing seats with freshmen or 
sophomores, ready to compare the good-looking 
ones to actors, eliciting giggles and blushes. 
Compliments turned into harmless flirtations.
That was where he noticed John Sierra 
because the young sophomore didn’t hide his 
displeasure every time Leo joined his classmates’ 
table. He would make snide remarks about 
annoying rats or some other vermin every 
time Leo was around. Finally irritated by these 
remarks after just ignoring them, Leo faced him 
and asked, “So, will you just please tell me who 
among these boys is your boyfriend so that we 
can both have lunch in peace?” That caused John 
to stand up, walk away, and, judging from how 
his shoulders shook, cry. This shocked Leo who 
was always careful not to upset anyone for fear 
of karmic backlash. He left his lunch and chased 
John, saying sorry again and again. This made 
the younger boy cry even more. But the older 
one was bent on making amends. They ended 
up in an empty classroom with Leo patting the 
sobbing John on the back. Flattery had always 
been Leo’s default solution, and this situation 
was no exception. Suddenly cupping his face, Leo 
told him that he looked like Channel 9’s Janice 
of Flower Moon while crying. And with that 
comparison, Leo got himself a new friend. 
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Next to the classroom where Leo and John 
forged a friendship was the staircase that led to 
the library and the science laboratory. Beneath 
the staircase was a small space for mops and pails 
and a garden hose. The janitor who didn’t want 
his only son to turn into a B was there, sitting on 
the hose. Mike was also there, kneeling.
VIII. Gathering the Ladies
Teaching P.E. at Mother Mary’s was Miss 
Rodriguez’s first job after college. There were 
things about the stint that surprised her. One 
was that the principal could assign any teacher 
a subject that was not related to that person’s 
college degree. It was on the first day of school, 
for instance, that she knew that she was also going 
to teach earth science. Brother Daub just laughed 
at her apparent panic and said that all the lessons 
and the tests relating to the subject were there in 
his office, ready for her perusal. She also didn’t 
know that she didn’t have to ask for a student’s 
approval to ask him to join an activity. All one 
had to do was to tell that student’s class adviser. 
The adviser would then summon that student to 
tell him that a teacher needed him for something, 
and by obliging, he got an extra credit for Conduct 
or he was exempted from doing a school project. 
This might seem questionable to an outsider, but 
things got done efficiently this way.
Perhaps, it was the nature of the assignment 
that made her especially hesitant. She needed, at 
least, six boys to transform themselves into five 
graceful dancing fairies and one nimble lady-in-
waiting in front of a sizable crowd. She feared 
that the very idea was an affront to the school 
population’s concept of masculinity and she 
was right. It was okay to play a woman on stage 
for laughs as in comical skits. But one couldn’t 
perform the Singkil for laughs, God forbid! Miss 
Rodriguez wouldn’t have this problem if she had 
just scrapped her original idea and opted for, say, 
Dance of the Coconut Shells, which was not just 
less intricate, choreography-wise, but also just 
required all-male dancers. Heeding stardom, 
however, was an impractical and impetuous 
preoccupation. Having caught it herself by 
performing this dance to the roaring cheers of 
the audience just a year ago in her senior year, 
one couldn’t blame her for wanting to recreate 
it for yet another crowd. The sheer thrill of one’s 
feet not being caught by the increasingly rapid 
closing and opening of the bamboo poles was 
already exhilarating by itself. But knowing that 
the audience was with you, holding their breath, 
as you went through the stunt, was a better high. 
And once it was over, you and the audience 
exhaled. But the audience would then clap, cheer, 
and whistle because you did it bravely, gracefully 
and to their mistaken eyes, effortlessly.
It was with this mindset that Miss Rodriguez 
began to look for her dance troupe. Thus, she 
already had someone in mind to play the prince. 
Tall and burly for his age, Reginald Montesa 
would look good opposite her. The small boys 
of her own advisory class, Second Year - Saint 
Martha, could manipulate the bamboos. But, 
ladies! She needed ladies. That John Sierra whom 
she knew to move like a gazelle every time some 
of his classmates would pester her can be a fairy. 
Who else? Who else? She was passing by the 
toilet near the faculty lounge thinking of this 
when she heard retching sounds from it. She was 
about to knock on the door when out of it came 
a flushed Michael Lee. Seeing her, Mike’s student 
instinct made him greet her with a hurried 
“Good afternoon.” Then she laughed, startling 
him. Problem quickly solved! She embraced Mike, 
already expressing gratitude and confusing the 
student even more. “I’m sorry. This must look 
really strange, but I’m just glad I bumped into 
you. Michael, right? You’ll know why. But first, 
can I see you, and Leonardo and Bartolome and 
. . . Mr. Galon after class later?” The young man 
simply nodded in response and walked away. 
So there they were forming a semi-circle, 
sitting on the ground of the basketball court 
at 5:15 pm, with Miss Rodriguez on a chair in 
front of them, telling them about what they were 
about to do weeks from now in front of important 
Canadians and the entire school. Mike was barely 
listening, disturbed by the presence of the janitor 
picking up trash nearby. He winked at him earlier. 
Leo’s hands were clasped all throughout the 
impromptu meeting, as if he were given a blessing. 
John’s mouth was open all throughout. Bart’s left 
eyebrow was raised, concealing the thrill he felt 
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within. George was initially restless, fearing he’d 
miss the last bus going to the city. Use Me was 
showing at Alta Theater, and the sexy Alejandro 
was supposed to have many nude scenes in it. 
But then when he finally absorbed what he was 
about to get involved in, he got excited too. Mon 
wondered if he was brave enough to do this. But 
how could he let go of the near-certain extra 
credit?
IX. The First Rehearsal
The teachers were beginning to feel oppressed 
by the Canadian visit. Since it was going to be 
on the third week of February, it meant that 
preparations for it were going to steal precious 
time from checking, grading, and wrapping up 
the lessons, especially for the graduating seniors 
whose finals was on the first week of March. Miss 
Banzon was no longer sure whether she could 
finish recounting Rizal’s El Filibusterismo, and 
Mrs. Tejada was no longer confident that her class 
would ever get to witness Romeo and Juliet dying. 
But for the students involved in Miss 
Rodriguez’s Singkil, rehearsing the dance for the 
first time involved a number of unusual delights. 
First of all, they had the chance to stay in the 
campus until seven in the evening and, definitely 
as the date of the visit would become closer, even 
later. For these young people who were mostly at 
home before six, this was quite glamorous, their 
stab at being sophisticated adults who still had 
business to do after the sun went down, their peek 
at being mature college students with evening 
sessions.
There were individual pleasures too. Reginald 
had a crush on Miss Rodriguez, and he was going 
to be her prince. The B’s were going to reenact 
an officially sanctioned female fantasy. The 
sophomore bamboo clappers could play chase and 
ran through spaces in the campus not illuminated 
by the electric lights and the moon.
If there was one person that was 
uncomfortable about it, it was Mon. While 
not regretting the time he spent with Bart for 
the speech since he got a grade better than he 
expected from it, it was his decision to thank him 
personally that now gnawed on him. He saw Bart 
and his friends walking in the direction of the 
basketball court, and he just trailed after them. 
But then an excited Miss Rodriguez arrived even 
before he had the chance to speak to Bart. She 
asked them to sit down, and so he did. But when 
she included him in the dance, presuming that 
he was agreeable to it considering his mostly 
enthusiastic company at that time, he wasn’t 
able to say no. And just like that, he became the 
umbrella-carrying lady-in-waiting. Adding to his 
misfortune, as a lady-in-waiting, he might have to 
ask Reginald about his chances of being a CAT 
officer.
Thankfully, Miss Rodriguez’s choreographic 
mind during the first rehearsal was not about 
his female incarnation. She saw to it that the 
formation and the rhythm of the bamboo 
poles were perfected first. She instructed her 
sophomores about the basic tapping and clapping. 
Dowwwn-dowwwn-down-bang-bang. The dancers 
were asked to chant this out loud to accompany 
the bamboo clappers. Dowwwn-dowwn-down-
bang-bang! And when the syncopation was good 
enough for her ears, she then moved in and out 
of the bamboo poles as a demonstration. After 
doing it thrice, she made the dancers fall in line, 
and then one by one, every dancer had to wade 
through the poles again and again. Dowwwn-
dowwwn-down! Skip in and out. Bang! Bang! Skip 
in and out!
Everyone got into it pretty fast, and so the 
teacher experimented with pairs skipping in and 
out of the poles. Bart and George joined hands 
while doing it. Mike pleaded with Leo to do it 
with him, and the once angry wig owner softened 
and consented, their reconciliation sealed with 
their agile skipping feet. Then Leo asked John 
to join them, turning the bamboo dance into a 
joyous lithesome threesome. Mon did it with Miss 
Rodriguez. Quite skilled a dancer and not yet 
turned into a woman, he managed to forget about 
his worries and had a good time. Miss Rodriguez, 
of course, did it with her leading man whose left 
foot was unfortunately caught by the bamboos 
since he was more focused in what he thought was 
making sexy eye contact with the teacher rather 
than watching out for the treacherous poles. 
Reginald was so tempted to kick the petrified 
bamboo clappers, but he just screamed and cursed 
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instead. His was the only sour note of the evening 
because the rest just wantonly basked in the joy 
of dexterity and grace and that even extended far 
beyond the group of Singkil performers.
The bamboo sounds and the chanting 
travelled to the room of the Canadian cashier. He 
was looking for his rosary when he heard them. 
The more he listened, the more he ascended to 
a less revered but equally engaging heaven. The 
room became a desert. Across from where he was 
standing was the fearful sight of galloping horses. 
He ducked on one side of the bed, avoiding the 
flying arrows of the dark heathens. Dowwwn-
dowwwn-down. Only to quickly resurface to 
shoot them fast with an illusory gun. Bang! Bang! 
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